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Gertrud Eysoldt and the Persistence of Decadence on the  
German Avant-Garde Stage 
 
Yvonne Ivory 
University of South Carolina 
 
In October 1901, Max Reinhardt’s avant-garde Berlin cabaret ‘Schall und Rauch’ [‘Sound and 
Smoke’] added to its line-up a new skit entitled ‘Die Dekadenten’ [‘The Decadents’].1 The piece 
was based on a parody of Decadent and Aestheticist sensibilities that had appeared in 1898 in the 
magazine Jugend [see Fig. 1]. In it, two young men lounge in a fin-de-siècle café, smoking, drinking 
absinthe ‘the way Verlaine used to’, and discussing the effects of specific colours on their nerves. 
After basking in the notion of a blue house with a green roof lit from within by a cadmium-
yellow flickering light, the two barely escape dying of ‘an excess of bliss’ by getting up and 
leaving the café, carrying on their shoulders ‘the great weariness of the declining century’.2 The 
clichéd, overwrought Decadence of this 1898 vignette clearly still has traction in October 1901, 
as can be seen in a magazine illustration of Reinhardt’s ‘Schall und Rauch’ version [see Fig. 2].3 
Reinhardt had already lampooned the aesthetics of the Yellow Nineties in 1901, when his cabaret 
ensemble parodied Maurice Maeterlinck’s Symbolist play Pelléas et Mélisande (1893) as ‘Ysidore 
Mysterlinck’s “Carleas und Elisande”’;4 but with ‘Die Dekadenten’, he underscored his apparent 
rejection of the Aestheticist, Decadent, and Symbolist traditions. It was on that very same ‘Schall 
und Rauch’ stage one year later, however, that the company gave its famous private performance 
of Oscar Wilde’s Salome with Gertrud Eysoldt (1870-1955) in the title role – the performance 
that would inspire Richard Strauss to write his 1905 opera.5 Over the course of the next several 
years, as ‘Schall und Rauch’ morphed into the Kleines Theater and Reinhardt also took on 
directorship of the Neues Theater and the Deutsches Theater, the same ensemble that had 
mocked ‘The Decadents’ in 1901 performed Salome over 140 times and brought a number of 
other Decadent and Symbolist plays to the attention of Berlin audiences.6 The association of 
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Reinhardt with Decadence was soon strong enough that the critic Leo Berg could write in 1906 
of there having been two types of young playwright at the turn of the century: ‘the Idealists … 
who clung to Shakespeare and Schiller, and the Decadents, who were adopted with great success 
by Max Reinhardt’.7  
 
 
Figure 1. Walter Caspari, ‘Die Dekadenten’, in Jugend, 3 (1898), p. 695.  





Figure 2. C. Hall, ‘Aus Schall und Rauch: Die Dekadenten’  
Source: Bühne und Brettl, 2 [25 October 1901], p. 13. 
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We could read Reinhardt’s vacillations about Decadence as a typical artefact of the 
period during which he was fighting to modernize German dramaturgical practices.8 For almost 
two decades, scholars of Decadence have been demonstrating how modernists and avant-garde 
innovators (like Reinhardt) represented themselves as breaking away from Decadence in order to 
obscure – consciously or unconsciously – the ways in which they were in fact indebted to it.9 But 
in Reinhardt’s case, the move from ridiculing Decadence to giving the Decadent canon a new 
lease of life was part of a broader, self-conscious effort to break the dominance of a particularly 
hide-bound mode of Naturalism in Berlin’s theatre world.10 Gertrud Eysoldt, I argue in this 
article, helped Reinhardt develop his post-Naturalist repertoire by drawing his attention to 
serious Decadent plays. Eysoldt, who joined Reinhardt’s ensemble in December 1901, two full 
months after he had produced ‘Die Dekadenten’,11 steered Reinhardt’s 1902-1903 rehabilitation 
of Decadence and Symbolism because she was drawn to the opportunities she found in the 
works of Wilde, Maeterlinck, and Hugo von Hofmannsthal to defy the limits of language with 
stylized movement and gesture, to explore the modern psyche, and to represent sexually 
dissident figures on stage. Reinhardt’s commitment to an intimate theatre of emotional 
connection between audience and actor provided her with a platform to explore the intense 
emotional and psychic lives of the Decadent women she played. Eysoldt’s ‘post-Victorian 
Decadence’, to use Kristen Mahoney’s phrase, was not reactionary – not a means for her to 
‘[refuse] to assimilate to a modern moment that [she] found fundamentally wanting’ – but rather 
an aesthetic practice that allowed her to help create that moment, disturbing the status quo of the 
German stage and paving the way for avant-garde innovations in German theatre.12 As a 
celebrated actress in the decade leading up to the Great War, she did so by taking on such roles 
as Salome, Frank Wedekind’s Lulu, Hofmannsthal’s Elektra (a character written for her), and 
Maeterlinck’s Selysette; and, as a theatre director in the early years of the Weimar Republic, by 
fighting a legal battle to stage Arthur Schnitzler’s classic of fin-de-siècle Viennese Decadence, Reigen 
[La ronde]. After a brief sketch of Eysoldt’s career and the scholarship that has addressed it, I will 
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elaborate on her Decadence in two ways in this article: first, by exploring the queer and New 
Woman circles in which she moved in the 1890s, networks typical of those that for Matthew 
Potolsky help constitute ‘the decadent republic of letters’, and spaces where Eysoldt cut her 
political teeth;13 and second, by examining in greater depth the active role that she played in 
deploying the canon of theatrical Decadence (through her association with Reinhardt) with a 
view to forwarding her modern understanding of gender, sexuality, and social politics on the 
early twentieth-century German stage.  
 
Eysoldt’s Background and Early Career  
Gertrud Eysoldt was an actress, acting teacher, radio actor, and theatre manager who was active 
between 1890 and 1933. She was a star in her day, but is remembered now for two main reasons: 
because she was a renowned portrayer of femmes fatales under (the even more famous) Reinhardt 
and because a prestigious annual acting prize was established in her name in 1986.14 Since the 
1980s, German theatre historian Carsten Niemann has made a valiant effort to recover Eysoldt’s 
story, publishing some of her writings as well as a short biographical essay based on his 
dissertation; while Leonhard Fiedler and Dagmar Walach, respectively, have edited Eysoldt’s 
letters to playwright Hofmannsthal and to theatre director Max Martersteig, Eysoldt’s first 
husband.15 In much of this work, Eysoldt is produced as a figure worth remembering either 
because hers is an exemplary case of a talented actor who embraced the radical transformations 
of dramaturgical culture at the turn of the century, or because she was close to some of the great 
and influential men of her day – Reinhardt and Hofmannsthal, especially.16 Only two scholars 
have recognized a feminist or political streak in Eysoldt’s oeuvre, and celebrated her as a 
thoroughly modern figure in her own right: Sara Jackson has shown how Eysoldt complicated 
the figure of the femme fatale with portrayals of Salome and Lulu that ‘contested the patriarchal 
paradigm of the fantasy’;17 and, in her magisterial biography of Johanna Elberskirchen (the life 
partner of Eysoldt’s sister), Christiane Leidinger has outlined the political and socially 
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progressive networks within which the Eysoldts moved.18 But much is still lacking in the 
secondary literature on Gertrud Eysoldt: studies downplay her intellectual prowess; her feminist 
background and resistance to heteronormativity has been almost erased from the record; little 
has been made of her engagement with progressive political and social developments during her 
lifetime; and the extent of her involvement with transnational networks of writers, artists, and 
photographers remains underexplored. While the present article cannot elaborate fully on each 
of these aspects of her biography, it can point to some promising lines of investigation.  
Eysoldt studied at the Royal Bavarian School of Music and took on her earliest minor 
roles as a trainee at the Munich Hoftheater [court theatre] in 1889. Her first professional contract 
was with the Hoftheater Meiningen, a forward-thinking company committed to the kind of 
theatrical innovation that was later championed by Reinhardt.19 Although she was trained in the 
Fach [category] of the ‘naïve and sentimental young girl’ [see Fig. 3], and played such roles in 
Meiningen, Riga, and Stuttgart in the 1890s, Eysoldt was anything but a naïve and sentimental 
young girl.  
 
 
Figure 3. 1890s publicity postcard of Eysoldt in aesthetic dress and with an Easter lily; photographer unknown.  
Source: author’s own collection. 
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In her teenage years she had been exposed to feminist and socialist circles through her 
mother, Bertha Eysoldt. Bertha had divorced Gertrud’s father in the 1870s and was raising 
Gertrud and her sister Anna as a single mother. When Anna expressed an interest in studying 
medicine, Bertha did what she could to ease Anna’s path into the University of Zurich, the first 
European university to admit female students into its medical programme. She arranged for 
Anna to be tutored for the entrance exam alongside Frida Bebel, daughter of the German 
socialist politician and Eysoldt family friend August Bebel, and she moved the family to Zurich 
in anticipation of Anna’s acceptance.20 Here Bertha opened a boarding house designed to help 
the young female pioneers of the medical field to find a supportive home in the city; this is 
where Gertrud lived until moving to Munich to study acting in 1888.21 In Zurich, Anna 
socialized with a group of medical students in the orbit of the author Ricarda Huch, and became 
friends with many of the women who would become the first female physicians in the German-
speaking world. (These Zurich circles of gender non-conformists would be captured in Aimee 
Duc’s 1901 novel Sind es Frauen? Roman über das dritte Geschlecht [Are They Women? A Novel about the 
Third Sex].)22 Anna’s studies soon took her to Bern, where she met, married, and very quickly 
started divorce proceedings against a lawyer named Ernst Aebi. It was during this tumultuous 
time that she met the medical student with whom she would share the rest of her life, Johanna 
Elberskirchen.23  
Gertrud had meanwhile embarked on her drama studies in Munich, where she was joined 
by her mother. This time Bertha set up a photography studio and a school for female 
photographers to provide the family with a reliable source of income.24 Here Gertrud trained to 
be a photographer even as she was developing her acting credentials.25 Bertha’s business partner 
at the Atelier Therese was Anna Deneken, an author and translator who would go on in 1906 to 
publish a pamphlet on lesbianism, gender norms, and the law.26 Bertha, too, was engaged in 
feminist activism in Munich: she lobbied for women’s access to the kinds of secondary school 
(‘Gymnasien’) that prepared students to enter university, and was elected to the board of the 
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‘Club for the Founding of a Gymnasium for Girls’ in May 1894.27 The Eysoldts also socialized 
with Anita Augspurg and Sophie Goudstikker, the lesbian feminists who ran Munich’s more 
famous photography studio, the Atelier (later Hof-Atelier) Elvira.28 This studio, run solely by 
Goudstikker – ‘Puck’ to her friends – from the mid-1890s on, was a gathering place for Munich’s 
bohemians and social dissidents: anarchists, socialists, New Women, homosexuals, and such 
figures as Heinrich Mann, Lou-Andreas Salomé, and Rainer Maria Rilke. ‘In the world of Munich 
cultural, artistic, and gender politics’, as Irit Rogoff has put it, ‘it is the Hof Atelier Elvira [sic] 
which stands out as […] the site of convergences’.29 Ernst von Wolzogen’s 1899 novel Das dritte 
Geschlecht [The Third Sex] is set in a fictionalized Hof-Atelier Elvira, and portrays the world of 
Sophie Goudstikker, dubbed ‘Box’ in the novel.30 Whenever work took Gertrud Eysoldt to 
Munich in the late 1890s, it was in the Hof-Atelier Elvira that she stayed with her good friend 
Puck [see Fig. 4].31 
 
 
Figure 4. Portrait of Gertrud Eysoldt in Munich in 1898,  
taken by Sophie ‘Puck’ Goudstikker at the Hof-Atelier Elvira.  
Source: Porträtsammlung Manskopf, Universitätsbibliothek Johann Christian Senckenberg, 
 Frankfurt am Main, Signatur S36/F08537. 
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Another ‘site of convergence’ in Munich at the time was the Akademisch-dramatischer 
Verein [Academic-Dramatic Club], a mostly amateur drama group run by Wolzogen that 
specialized in presenting avant-garde plays for private audiences so as to evade the censor.32 In 
1895 Eysoldt performed in their production of Ibsen’s Wild Duck alongside the young Thomas 
Mann,33 and in 1897 she joined the group for Dämmerung [Twilight], an Ibsenesque play by Elsa 
Bernstein.34 Dämmerung deals with women’s emancipation through the story of a young woman 
with poor eyesight and the doctor called in to treat her. Her widower father is shocked to find 
that the eye specialist is a short-haired New Woman – even more so when the doctor hints that 
the daughter’s condition might be a nervous complaint, or the result of a sexually transmitted 
disease he may have picked up in his youth. He rejects this latter suggestion outright, but slowly 
comes to trust in the doctor’s expertise. She successfully operates on the daughter (suggestively 
named Isolde and played by Eysoldt), but when the physician gets engaged to the widower, 
Isolde attempts suicide, breaking up the romance.35 The amateur dramatist Sophie Goudstikker 
received rave reviews for her portrayal of the short-haired doctor.36 
Gertrud, Anna, and Bertha Eysoldt were very well established, then, in the ‘two 
overlapping circles’ of ‘new women of the fin de siècle’ that Marti Lybeck has identified as key 
forces in the German women’s emancipation movement: ‘the first generation of women 
university students in Zurich and the radical feminist activists living in Munich’.37 The anarchists, 
free thinkers, and ‘life reformers’ among whom Anna Eysoldt lived with Johanna Elberskirchen 
in Tessin in the 1890s constitute yet another counter-cultural group to which Gertrud was 
exposed before her career took off in Berlin.38 But biographies of Eysoldt leave out this aspect of 
her intellectual development, focusing instead on her attempts to further her acting career in the 
1890s, or on the fact that she married her older theatre manager in 1894 and tried to start a 
family. In these accounts, Eysoldt’s adventures in Bohemia only began when she moved to 
Berlin around 1900, but clearly she already moved in feminist and New Women circles in her late 
teens, and the ‘happy families’ narrative must be disturbed by the newly-married Eysoldt writing 
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to a friend in 1894 that ‘being a wife and a mother can never be my goal in life. I work towards 
my artistic goals, and have every right to do so’.39  
Eysoldt’s career, however, was stagnating in the 1890s. While she was gradually trusted 
with more substantial roles at the Königliches Hoftheater [Royal Court Theatre] in Stuttgart, 
throughout the decade she could be more regularly found playing trouser roles, many of them 
minor, but some as important as Shakespeare’s Richard III.40 This was a phenomenon that 
would continue over the decades: at the height of her fame, Eysoldt played a genderbending 
Puck in Reinhardt’s production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream [see Fig. 5] and the sexually 
amorphous Euphorion in Goethe’s Faust II [see Fig. 6]; while Hofmannsthal even created the 
male role of Kreon’s Sword Carrier specifically for her in his 1906 play Oedipus and the Sphinx.41 
Trouser roles were not uncommon for female actors of the era, of course, but in Eysoldt’s case 
there is evidence that theatre managers, playwrights, and critics found her looks plain, child-like, 
or even masculine, and sought less feminine roles for her.42 Carsten Niemann has found a note 
in which Ludwig Chronegk, the theatre manager in Meiningen, describes the actress as ‘“funny-
looking” – a genuinely naïve girl’, suggesting perhaps that her looks made her unfit for any man’s 
advances.43 
Perceived issues with her looks notwithstanding, by the end of the 1890s Eysoldt had 
graduated to more substantial roles, including such oppressed but resilient heroines as Ibsen’s 
Nora (A Doll’s House) and Gerhardt Hauptmann’s Hannele. Her breakthrough came when in 1901 
she began to work with Reinhardt, and her association with his Deutsches Theater would 
continue for the next thirty-three years. It was in Reinhardt’s troupe that she played the roles that 
would make her a household name in the pre-war years: the prostitute Nastja in Gorki’s The 
Lower Depths; Wedekind’s Lulu, Hofmannsthal’s Elektra, and of course, Wilde’s Salome.  
 





Figure 5. Portrait of Gertrud Eysoldt as Puck in Reinhardt’s hugely successful production of  
A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  





Figure 6. Postcard of Eysoldt as Goethe’s Euphorion, ca. 1911, photographed by Hans Böhm. 
Source: author’s own collection. 
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Max Reinhardt’s Kleines Theater 
Max Reinhardt had emerged in the 1890s as an important actor at Otto Brahm’s Deutsches 
Theater, a venue closely associated with programmatic Naturalism. His first move towards 
independence was a foray into cabaret: he set up an informal pop-up club, ‘Die Brille’ [‘The 
Spectacles’], with a group of colleagues as a kind of comic relief from the gloomy, socially 
responsible repertoire they were presenting on Brahm’s stage. This was the group that went on 
to found the more permanent ‘Schall und Rauch’ in 1901. In both of these endeavours, 
Reinhardt was experimenting with post-Naturalist stances, ways to counteract the prevailing 
mode in which he had been working for the previous decade. Satire was clearly the first route he 
explored, but in August 1902 he wrote to Arthur Schnitzler that he had founded a ‘purely artistic’ 
theatre, the Kleines Theater [Little Theatre], and that he had negotiated a release from his 
contract with Brahm to focus fully on developing the unprecedented ‘potential’ of his new 
venture in ‘intimate theatre’.44  
At the Kleines Theater Reinhardt would revolutionize the praxis of German theatre by 
allowing productions to emerge from the work of an ensemble rather than through some slavish 
devotion to the words of a playwright – a practice that had typified the theatre of German 
Naturalism. In this intimate, actor-centred space, Reinhardt was more concerned with the 
creation of an emotional bond between actor and audience than he was with instrumentalizing 
theatre in support of some specific social or political message.45 As he told his assistant Arthur 
Kahane,  
What I have in mind is drama that gives people joy again. That takes them out of 
themselves, out of the grey misery of their everyday lives into the bright and pure air of 
beauty. I feel it, how people are fed up with always seeing their own hardships on the 
stage, and how they yearn for brighter colours and a heightened life.46 
 
Reinhardt cast a wide net when it came to material that would serve these ends, practising what 
Peter Marx has called a kind of ‘programmatic eclecticism’.47 Reinhardt, writes Marx, did ‘not 
make the typical avant-garde move of establishing one style by discarding all others; rather, he 
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demonstrate[d] the strength of the new theatre by means of pluralism, of a diverse range of 
parallel, coexisting modes’.48 If one of the modes ‘adopted with great success’ by Reinhardt was 
Decadence,49 it was thanks to Gertrud Eysoldt. Eysoldt had joined Reinhardt’s acting ensemble 
at this turning point in his professional career, when he was moving from satire (‘Schall und 
Rauch’) to ‘purely artistic’ theatre (Kleines Theater) and was actively looking for new material 
with ‘brighter colours and a heightened life’.50 It was the well-read Eysoldt who introduced him 
to Wilde’s Salome as well as the works of Frank Wedekind, just as it was Eysoldt who ensured 
that Hofmannsthal’s Elektra premiered on Reinhardt’s stage in 1903.51  
Eysoldt was no passive vessel through which Decadent texts, subjected to Reinhardt’s 
methods, were transmitted to German audiences. It was Eysoldt’s own intervention that brought 
about this cultural moment: in an interview in the 1940s, Eysoldt recalls that because she was a 
great reader, Reinhardt often turned to her for new material for the stage. It was she who 
proposed Salome to him: 
I had read a lot, and I can tell you now, I was a great support for him [Reinhardt] back 
then, a motivator, because I was really spirited, and had read such a lot […] [He] was 
always asking me ‘What could we put on now?’ and all kinds of things occurred to me 
[…] that had not yet been produced in theatres at all. Things like, well, Salome by Oscar 
Wilde and Wedekind’s Spring Awakening, which the censor at the time found abhorrent.52 
This is no idle boast. There is plenty of evidence that Eysoldt was a voracious and intelligent 
reader, one who saw reading as the cornerstone of self-education.53 In her letters she is 
constantly describing literary, historical, dramaturgical, philosophical, psychological, and even 
medical books that she has been reading, and always surprised that her correspondents are not as 
well read as she is.54 She writes to Hofmannsthal in 1905, for instance, that she has been reading 
Edward Gordon Craig’s Die Kunst des Theaters [The Art of the Theatre], and finds it cold and 
contrived – quite the opposite of Reinhardt’s approach to theatre, or Wilde’s ‘beautiful’, 
imaginative reflections in ‘The Truth of Masks’.55 Eysoldt, then, is at work on and beyond the 
stage, helping build what will become the German canon of Decadent literature. Her Salome 
inspires Strauss to write his opera, her Nastja inspires Hofmannsthal to write his play Elektra, 
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and her radically new performance in that play is translated by Strauss into some of the most 
radically new music of the early twentieth century.  
Eysoldt was interested in these figures because their Decadent traits allowed her to 
represent, in her own words, ‘modern, problematic female characters’.56 She rejected the idea that 
they were archetypes, femmes fatales: for her, each was a specific, idiosyncratic psychological case 
to be presented to an audience.57 For this reason she was pleased that reviewers found an 
incongruity between her own looks and the presumed beauty of the character she was playing. It 
upset the expectation that the femme fatale was a simple seductress and paved the way for a 
portrayal that would use gesture and movement to convey the character’s deeper psychological 
dimensions.58 In terms of audience experience, it is a winning strategy for Eysoldt, though she 
does come up against a certain amount of resistance behind the scenes – with Wedekind, for 
instance, lobbying to have different Reinhardt actresses take on the role of Lulu, afraid that 
Eysoldt’s psychological approach to the character would damage the simple superficiality with 
which he had invested the character. Nevertheless, for a short period of time, Eysoldt’s praxis as 
an actor, as Sara Jackson has argued, undermined and complicated prevalent notions of the femme 
fatale.59 Her fellow Reinhardt actor Eduard von Winterstein, who remembers Eysoldt as a ‘small, 
dainty little thing, almost infantile in appearance, without any striking vocal power’, recognized 
that it was her ‘passionate temperament’ in ‘difficult’ and ‘demanding’ roles that allowed her to 
achieve ‘entrancing’ effects. She ‘set trends’, he adds: ‘people talked of “Eysoldt roles”, and all 
young girls who took to the stage in those years wanted to play nothing but Eysoldt roles’.60  
 
Eysoldt’s Post-Victorian Decadence 
Salome, Lulu, and Elektra were figures who helped define Decadence in popular German culture 
in the early twentieth century. Critics who saw the private staging of Salome on 15 November 
1902, its reprise the following February, or its official public run in the autumn of 1903, were 
quick to label the play Decadent, some in a positive, some in a negative sense. The reviewer for 
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the Nationalzeitung admired Wilde’s ‘hyper-refined, almost morbid taste for the unusual, the 
shocking, and also the perverse. If the buzzword “Decadence” is ever to be used appropriately, it 
is here’, he writes, in this play with an ‘artistic core’ but a ‘decayed rind’.61 Another critic finds 
that ‘never has decadent culture been brought to life on the stage with such ingenious fantasy as 
it is in this terribly sultry drama by this Englishman [sic]’;62 while a later reviewer calls on all critics 
to protect young people from seeing a play by an ‘effeminate weakling’, filled as it is with 
‘hysterical images’ that will lead them to find ‘sexual perversity’ ‘wonderful and brilliant’.63 Such 
press responses to Salome and to Eysoldt’s performance in it have been documented and analysed 
elsewhere,64 but while W. Eugene Davis is right in thinking that we ought to avoid making 
sweeping generalizations about the German critical response to the play, reviews of the 
Reinhardt production indicate a consistent trend among reviewers to see Salome, the play and 
the figure, as exemplifying Decadence at the turn of the century.65  
Reflecting later in life on this and her other famous roles, Eysoldt characterized them not 
as Decadent but as avant-garde. ‘I belonged to the avant-garde from the very beginning’, she told 
her friend Carl Seelig, ‘[n]ew shores, new oceans – that’s what I longed for. That’s why I was 
chosen by directors with a preference for modern, problematic female characters. Wedekind, 
Maeterlinck, Strindberg, Claudel’.66 For her, there is no great contrast between Strindberg and 
Maeterlinck: both are different expressions of what she characterizes as ‘avant-garde’ in that they 
cover new dramatic territory, and people that territory with challenging, modern women. In her 
correspondence with Hofmannsthal she claims that what sets her apart as an actress is that she 
has the ‘courage to suffer’,67 a commitment to embracing the psychological make-up and 
psychological scars of her troubled female characters. Hofmannsthal, still in the throes of his 
famous loss of faith in the power of language to express feelings,68 finds that her genius lies in 
her ability to ‘take something that cannot be said, something buried deeply within, and translate 
it into a gesture’,69 an aspect of Eysoldt’s talent that Fiedler calls her ‘rhetoric of the body’ and 
Jackson identifies as one of the ways Eysoldt ‘asserted significant autonomy in performance and 
VOLUPTÉ: INTERDISCIPLINARY JOURNAL OF DECADENCE STUDIES | 
 
30 
staged feminist interventions in socio-cultural constructions of female subjectivity’.70 In her use 
of stylized, exaggerated, and even grotesque gestures – movements encouraged by the style and 
content of Decadent and Symbolist dramas – Eysoldt expresses the psychological suffering of 
her characters in a profoundly avant-garde way [see Fig. 7]. Her work brings to life the same 




Figure 7. ‘Gertrud Eysoldt as Elektra, after a photograph by A. Hartwig’. 
Source: Rudolph Lothar, Das deutsche Drama der Gegenwart (Munich: Müller, 1905), p. 225. 
 
Decadent texts provide Eysoldt with an opportunity to portray devastating human 
emotion within the tightly controlled rhythms of a stylized text; her grotesque poses and 
awkward movements produce a discomfort that only works within a rhythmically taut 
framework. This balance is a crucial element of avant-garde theatre for her. In December 1905, 
she writes to Hofmannsthal that she has just played Elektra in Bremen and Magdeburg. Both 
performances were well received by critics, but she was very dissatisfied as other characters on 
stage began to mimic or echo the gestures and movements she had developed to express 
Elektra’s suffering and this meant a dreadful loss of ‘the rhythm of the piece as a whole’.72 It is 
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also a lack of balance between chaos and order that leads her to critique the performances of 
Russian innovator Konstantin Stanislavski’s touring company in April 1906. She is not moved by 
them, as they are too controlled, too ‘vollendet’ [complete]; they lack the ‘Erschütterung’ 
[unsettling tremors] of a Reinhardt production, and so will never disturb the ‘bequeme 
Bürgerlichkeit’ [comfortable bourgeois existence] of the audience.73 Eysoldt is repeating here a 
point that she has already made to Hofmannsthal: the ‘coldness’ of Gordon Craig’s dramaturgy 
will never be as transformative as the anti-pedantic, imperfect, open-ended theatre of illusion 
championed by Wilde in ‘The Truth of Masks’.74  
 
Eysoldt and Weimar Decadence 
Over the course of the next thirty years, Eysoldt also taught at Reinhardt’s acting school, training 
over 2,000 men and women in the psychologically intensive and collaborative style demanded by 
the Deutsches Theater,75 and for two seasons at the start of the 1920s she directed the Kleines 
Schauspielhaus, where she defied the censor and survived a show-down in court to give Arthur 
Schnitzler’s notorious, sexually licentious play Reigen (1900) its belated world premiere.76 The 
production was targeted for political reasons, and Eysoldt and her director, Maximilian Sladek, 
were warned that they would be arrested if they went ahead with opening night. They resisted 
these threats, and before the curtain went up on 20 December 1920 Eysoldt made a ‘moving 
speech’ to the audience: ‘Frau Eysoldt declared’, reports Wilhelm Heine, ‘that she would rather 
go to prison than sacrifice a work of art due to personal fear of philistine persecution’.77 Eysoldt 
and her team dodged this initial short-lived legal threat, and the play became a roaring success, 
but social conservatives and anti-Semites successfully lobbied for a new prosecution on the 
grounds of offenses to public morals. This time the case went to court, where the defendant, 
Frau Eysoldt, defended her actions using the Wildean argument that works of art cannot be 
moral or immoral: the play could not be considered ‘obscene’ as it was a work of art.78 The only 
judgement that can be made of a theatrical production is whether or not it does justice to the 
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work of art on which it is based. ‘I said to myself’, she testified, ‘if a true artist is driven by some 
inner need to produce a work of art, then that work is artistically sublime’, regardless of what the 
public or even the artist says about it.79 Eysoldt’s arguments won the day; the case was dismissed 
when the court watched a private performance of the play. 
As the 1920s progressed, Eysoldt was given fewer roles by Reinhardt, and supplemented 
her income with some radio work, but as a single widow supporting her ageing mother she 
struggled financially. Still, she remained committed to political and social change. She supported 
the socialist cause, telling Carl Seelig that political systems should ensure a fair distribution of 
wealth, one in which people ‘possess the things that they need’ to maintain their individual 
freedom, but should not be consumed by money, ‘for wealth can enslave people’.80 Throughout 
the Weimar Era she supported progressive causes, doing public readings in honour of the 
socialist revolutionaries of 1919 and at Magnus Hirschfeld’s Institut für Sexualwissenschaft 
[Institute for Sex Research]; signing the Scientific-Humanitarian Committee’s petitions to abolish 
the law against homosexuality; and volunteering for such charitable organizations as ‘Women in 
Need’.81  
Despite the financial precarity of her domestic situation, she travelled when she could to 
Colpach, where she participated in the renowned intellectual salon of Aline ‘Loup’ Mayrisch, a 
wealthy writer and translator who cultivated Franco-German cultural exchange in the early 
twentieth century, and gathered such figures as Annette Kolb, Paul Claudel, and Hermann Graf 
Keyserling around her.82 Before becoming a wealthy arts patron, Mayrisch had worked with 
Eysoldt’s first husband Martersteig; she and her good friend André Gide had also been great fans 
of Eysoldt since seeing her perform in 1903, and may well have socialized with her that year in 
Weimar with their mutual friend, the dandy Harry Graf Kessler.83 Eysoldt was able, too, to enjoy 
the Berlin of the Roaring Twenties, where she was very much at home. The most famous out 
lesbian of the era, Claire Waldoff, recalls seeing Eysoldt regularly at a dance club called ‘The 
Pyramid’, with a ‘mixed clientele’ of mostly lesbians, but also actors, dancers, artists, and even 
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‘beautiful elegant women who wanted to visit the underbelly of Berlin’ – a scene, Waldoff adds, 
‘typical of Berlin nightlife with its sin and its colour’.84 I am not trying to label Eysoldt a lesbian 
here. She was married twice, bore three children, and lived for almost a decade in an open 
relationship with Edmund Reinhardt, Max’s brother,85 and we have no evidence of any romantic 
involvement with another woman, but there is a queerness to Eysoldt’s gender presentation both 
offstage and on – one reviewer in 1915 praises outright the ‘lesbian’ aspect of her performance 
as Elektra86 – that testifies to the continuity of her commitment to the Decadent texts and 
counter-cultures of the modern era.  
 
Conclusion 
Decadent dramas served differing aims for Reinhardt and Eysoldt. While he had initially 
caricatured Decadence as the realm of ennui, exhaustion, aestheticism, and excess [see Fig. 2], 
Reinhardt (guided by Eysoldt) began to include Decadent works in the broad repertoire of plays 
that he could use to break with the conventions of Naturalism and express the ‘pure air of 
beauty’, ‘brighter colours’, and ‘heightened life’ he thought lacking on German stages.87 Eysoldt 
found in them characters that allowed her to show her commitment to ‘modern’, ‘problematic’ 
women and to practise her own particular brand of physically, emotionally, and psychologically 
demanding acting. Eysoldt’s commitment to the Decadent tradition was deeper than Reinhardt’s, 
and was expressed in multiple ways: she read Decadent texts and urged others to read them, too; 
she inspired a generation of German actresses to play Salome, Lulu, and Elektra; and she even 
used Decadent philosophy in court to justify the staging of a Decadent work. She can perhaps 
best be characterized as a member of ‘the decadent republic of letters’, a broad, transnational 
‘counterculture’ that imagined ‘new forms of affiliation and sociality’ around the turn of the 
century.88 For Potolsky, 
Decadent texts describe a striking range of quasi-utopian communities and promote new 
ideas about affiliation in the ways they address their readers. Significantly overlapping 
with the emerging gay and lesbian countercultures, decadence also provided a medium 
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for writers to define communities united by sexual dissidence and non-normative 
desires.89 
Eysoldt exemplifies the kind of figure for whom dissident countercultures and Decadent texts 
are mutually constitutive. Her networks – from the Zurich and Munich New Women circles of 
the 1890s, through the subcultures of 1920s Berlin, on to such transnational intellectual 
communities as those around Kessler in Weimar or Mayrisch in Colpach – constitute the kinds 
of ‘amenable imagined communities’ that for Potolsky are ‘composed of like-minded readers and 
writers scattered around the world and united by the production, circulation, and reception of art 
and literature’.90 She is Decadent, then, not just because she ‘realize[s] a doctrine or make[s] use 
of certain styles and themes, but because [she] move[s] within a recognizable network of 
canonical books, pervasive influences, recycled stories, erudite commentaries, and shared tastes’. 
By committing herself to the physical embodiment of Decadent figures, she herself became the 
‘decadent text [that] borrows from and expands the network, locating itself by reference to the 
names or books it evokes, and leaving its own contributions behind’.91 
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